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Creative Writing
The Witness
Paul D. Zislis, M.D.

I want to tell yo u a story. Why? I don't know. Pe rhaps so th at you will
understand. Perhaps so that I will understand. It is a story of th e p rese nt. It is a
story that allows a little comprehension of the pa st. And it is a sto ry th at re vea ls
g limpses of the future.
First this preface:
For years I have been drawn as if b y a magnet to th e subject of the
Ho locaust. I have read much about it, spoken to some who survi ved it , seen films
on it , visited museums concerned with it. I have seen the faces of th ose who went
th rough it. I have listened to their thoughts, their perceptions, a nd th e ir
a p p roaches to life and existence in the face of it. I have seen th eir eyes. I have
been d raw n in to their eyes, to their m inds and hearts and souls. I have lived
inside them, an d they have lived insi de me . I have been swept into th e whirlwind
made up of the cries, the sighs . . . the eyes of the six million.
And yet, as much and as ha rd as I have tried , I cannot understan d it. I
cannot comprehend it. It is as a vag ue, illusory, fleeting wind, wh irling , Wh ip ping
and moan ing a bove me , which I can never really touch or see. It is as a d ream , a
mythol ogy, a stor y wh ich I can never really believe. Their reality is not my
reality; it is o n ly my im agi natio n . A nd I stand alone, staring in to th ei r eyes,
staring out from thei r eyes, trying to understand.
I was given my first personal introduction to th e " po te n tia l" t ha t res ulted
in the Holocaust several years ago. By "potential" I refer to th e real pote ntial of
h uman beings for mass , h ysteric violence. A man once said to me th at the
German's hatred of t he J e ws had nothing to do with social circumstances. He
sa id it was a ma tt e r of ge netics; t hat a ll Germans are born hating J ew s, a nd
should o ne be bo rn who does not hate J e ws, it is only the result o f a ge net ic
defect, a mutation.
Possi bly on no other le vel but this irrational one can th e acti o ns of the
Germans in the Holocaust be accepted or comprehended. Yet I m yse lf was
witness to what was the " potential" for the Holoca ust. And it was not a n inbred
hatred. It was so meth ing perhaps even worse. It was an inbred love. . ..
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And now the story:
The people of the city I once lived in, Phi ladelphia, hav e a heritage of
intense enthusiasm for sports, as do the people of most major cit ies. In recent
times none of the varied sports teams had successful winning records, in fact,
most had very notable losing records. The formerl y abounding en th usiasm
ebbed and the fans even grew depressed. Then suddenl y, an ice hockey tea m
rose to the pinnacle of its profession by winning the championship of North
America, capturing what is known as the Stanley Cup. This team , ca lled the
Phi ladelphia Flyers, became the apple of the city's eye, or rather t he city's
proudly sported black eye, as they were also known as th e Broad Street Bull ies.
Here was a team of heroic titans who bullied their way to th e cha mpio ns hip by
being more violent (as well as presumably more skillful) than an y o ther tea m-in
a sport whose chief attraction to spectators to begin with is its viole nce. During
the pla ying season, thousands of fans filled the Broad Street spo rts arena, while
tens of thousands would fo llow each te levised and radio carried gam e . Page after
page of every dail y newspaper's sport section was filled with the heroic co nq ues ts
of the team whose battling, victorious members were immortaliz ed in th e hea rts
of the wildl y ecstatic fans.
With the culmination of the season and the approach o f th e cha mpions hip
game for the Cup title, the joy of the fans knew no limits. Th ousands o f chi ldren
took to the battle-like armament of the game and assumed th e rol e of th ei r idols
in simulated playing fields, while their parents cheered th em on with hearty
encouragement. Upon the last game, the pulse of th e city began to race. The
final moments. Hearts stopped. Stomachs quivered. Tensio n reigne d. Sudden ly,
the gam e ending buzzer screamed out and with it scre amed t he voices o f a
million fans. Victory. At long last victory. At long last a champ io ns h ip .
Within moments the streets throughout th e city were filled with cheering
fans who raised their voices, clapped their hands and stamped th eir feet in
celebration . Automobile horns were blaring and the throngs of people began to
march to the chant of "We're Number One." As if th e gates of a dam had bee n
released, a sea of people surged into the streets and flooded e very maj o r
intersection in the cit y. I walked to the intersection nearest my hom e to watc h
the rising swell of people. Men , wom en and children. Young and o ld. A ll were
cha n ting, all were screaming, all were stomping. T he j oy . T he ce lebrat io n.
Those who were not on foot packed into and on top of cars. Because of what had
now grown to be thousands crowding the street crossing, the cars were backed
up for great distances , each one being able to pass through th e crowd onl y at the
slowest possible pace .
In a su b tle fashion, the mood and behavior of th e ma ss of people began to
undergo changes. So slow and smooth were these ch anges that th ey see med to be
uncannily natural, even inevitable. Spurred on by the exc ite me n t, energy and
sheer numbers of their force, they began to feel a confidence and power at th e ir
command. The team was not the victor, they were the victors. Even th e most
timid, formerly noncommitted observers who had come out merel y to beh old
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the mass spectacle became caught up in the infectious d yn am ism that swirled
around them, and they too began screaming and feeding the power which
supported them .
As each car edged its way through the crowd , it was surrounded by a mass
of hands whi ch would rock it. For fun . For the cel ebra t io n . Some taverns opened
their doors, and in an instant their stores of beer were in t he ha nd s, then
stomachs of the crowd. Even little ch ild re n were to be seen runn in g in to the bars
and dashing out with a bottle of beer in their hands. People began roll ing their
eyes and tongues and crying out in drunken laughter. Youn g me n stripped
themselves naked, ran through the crowd and danced on roofto ps for all to see,
loving the attention th e y atracted and intimidating an y wh o d id not pay them
their proper respects. Firecrackers soo n appea red a nd were exploding everywhere.
There were those who eithe r were not aware ofj us t who t his team was and
what this phantasmagoria was all about or who knew , but simpl y di d not care.
People of these ca tego r ies, who were driving through th e intersecti on and who
refused to obey the command of th e crowd that th e y honk th eir ho r ns and wave
their fists, or who didn't even know what was expecte d of them, even elderly
people who were awe-struck at the biz a rre visio n th at confronted them; all found
themselves being jostled and flung about in th eir ca rs, wh ich were be ing shaken
almost to pieces by what was now an angry ma ss of hands T hey sta red with b lank
yet frightened eyes at th e naked yo u n g men who climbed wild- eyed o n to the car
windshields and proceeded to do vile and vulgar acts of sel f-debasement. Bee r
bottles and lit fir ecrackers were thrown into a ny open window of cars containing
those who refused to show their unity with the wild, drun ke n spirit of the
e nd lessly cheering crowd. It was di scovered that e m pty bee r bottles, which had
formerl y been dropped or thrown on to th e st reet co uld effectively emu late
shatter-grenades when lit firecrackers were placed in t hem . Soon the street
became a shambles of shattered glass and d ebris. Each explos io n received roars
of approval from the now swaying mob. After all, it was a ll in the spir it of fun.
You know , the celebration .
Graduall y, this raging sea of human fa ntasy wh ich had madly swirled
around me like a violent whirlpool began to ca lm and to fade away. The traffic
thinned out, families and friends regrouped, lov ers j oined hands, an d all began
to quietly drift home. Their energy having been sp ent, they returned in great
contentment. Even the really drunken ones managed to half-crawl back wit h the
help of their friends, a last belch of laughter here and th ere ec hoing back to the
now deserted scene. I sat on a street curb amid what appeared to be t he ruins of a
war-torn city. My heart was heavy. Tears welled in my eyes.
Concluding Remarks:
What had I witnessed? Was it really j us t a dream, a fantasy? Could
people-everyday people, friends, and neighbors of sub u r b ia (and of a lmost
everywhere else in the city), adults and children who before thi s were only to be
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seen going to work and school , o r in supermarkets and shopping malls, o r
working in their gardens, or in pa rks , libraries a nd recreatio n centers-could
these same people have taken part in what I had seen? Co uld they have even
been capable of it? I tried to understand what this was, what it mea n t.
In itself it was nothing; no one was se r io usly hurt, no property was
destroyed. By no means did it com pa r e in an y conceivable scope to the events of
the Holocaust. But the sheer ov erwhelming power and violence of it. The
m adness of it. And the delight of the doing of it. How co uld it be? How was it
possible for these people to do this?
Their counterparts, people who foll ow th e same lifestyle , who are basically
alike, except for their spoken language, are to be found in Ge r many today.
People who, if Russia attacked, we , as their allies, would go to wa r to defend. Yet,
how much are th e y really like their American peers. What is th eir hi sto r y. What
is the heritage left to the young people and children of tha t co u ntry. What is
carried in the hearts and the minds and consciences of th e sti ll livin g generation
of people no older than my parents. What were these co m mo n, ev e ry day people ,
so similar now to their American counterparts, doing thirty-five years ago.
I still ask. I still try to understand, to comprehend, to e ve n beli e ve what
happened in that era. Could those German people really have th e capabi lity,
eve n the potential to do what was done , to do what th e y actually did?
And I continue to remember what I witnessed on m y own ne ighbo r h ood
street corner. The capability, the "potential. " Somehow th e Germa ns were
seemingly hypnoticall y driven to follow their heroic leader, to fo llo w their ca use.
Similarly, my American neighbors were so driven to ex h ib it th ei r o wn pote nti a l
for mass h ysteric violen ce in the name of th eir own heroes. T he " potential " was
the same, only the directions and applications were di fferen t. In that moment
that I had witnessed, in their united, hysteric, power-drunk fra me of mind, I feel
that that crowd, under the proper circumstances , could ha ve been directed to
destroy an ything or anybody. And gladly would th ey have d one it.
They were self-driven to that state , to that " po te n tia l," by a wa nt , a need , a
desire to be fulfilled, to belong, to be secure and protect ed, to be at o ne with
their fellow man in a purely instinctual purpose . Man is a lonely creatur e . His
only hope for happiness in life is love. It is the answer to most of hi s psych ologica l
needs. It gives him his purpose in life and his reason for livin g.
Those people, my neighbors , were driven to th eir viol en ce no t by hatred ,
then, but by a search for a specia l, twisted form o fl ov e . In our o wn lifetime man
has committed actions beyond commentary, be yond analysis, be yo nd words. I
believe I glimpsed what still remains the "potential" of man to com m it sim ilar
actions in the future , for he will always instinctually see k an e nd to his in na te
insecurity and loneliness, no matter what the method , no matter wh at the cos t.
I see analogies , possible clu es. I see " po ten tia ls," hidden insights. I try to
understand, to at least comprehend the past-the Holocaust. Still I cannot. I
cannot. I am left staring out over the abyss, into th e void.

